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TOPICAL SURVEY: Super-Max Facilities and Units

A super-maximum security prison is defined as a free-
standing facility or a unit within another prison that
houses prisoners officially categorized as violent or
disruptive, where inmates are usually locked in their
cells approximately twenty-three hours per day. Super-
maxes are intended to provide maximum control over
problem inmates and to serve as a strong negative
deterrent to acts of violence.

DOCs with Super-Max Prisons

l As reflected in Table I, page 14, respondents from
twenty-seven of the fifty-three DOCs surveyed indi-
cated that their agencies have super-max units or
prisons. These include twenty-five states, the U.S.
Bureau of Prisons, and the Correctional Service of
Canada. Four agencies did not respond to the
survey.

l Corrections agencies in six states are considering
development of super-maxes.

l Sixteen DOCs do not have super-max facilities or
units and are not planning such facilities.

l Nine agencies’ super-maxes are free-standing facili-
ties. Fifteen super-maxes are units within prisons.

l Twelve of the twenty-seven agencies with super-
maxes have opened their facilities within the past
five years. One-third of DOC’s super-maxes have
been opened since the beginning of 1991.

Super-maxes range in size from sixteen beds in the
North Dakota DOC to 1,175 beds in Florida. Over
the past six months, most super-max units held fewer
inmates than their rated capacities allowed. Only four
states’ facilities or units held more inmates than they
were designed to hold. However, California’s Pelican
Bay facility had an average daily population of 1,400
inmates-approximately one-third over its design
capacity of 1,056 beds.
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Facility Characteristics and Security Measures

Twenty agency respondents indicated that the super-
max facility in their states was originally constructed
as a super-max (see Table II, page 15); five respon-
dents indicated that their super-maxes were developed
by retrofitting an existing facility.

Most super-maxes (twenty-one) house all inmates in
single cells; four also do some double-celling.

Super-max facilities are protected through a variety of
special security measures; the numbers below indicate
how many facilities use each security measure:

l Mikes and speakers in cells for two-way communi-
cation-eleven DOCs, plus one that uses this
communication system on the tiers only.

l Perforated cell doors-ten agencies.

l Molded bunks-nineteen agencies.

l Closed circuit television--eleven agencies. Six
additional agencies use CCTV not in the cells but
elsewhere in the facility or at its perimeter.

l Special construction materials-seventeen agencies.

l Canine patrols-four agencies.

Programming Offered in Super-Max Facilities

Most DOCs do not emphasize programs in super-
max. However, all provide access to library services
and to a law library, in most cases by providing
library materials to cells from a circulating book cart.
California, Florida, Hawaii, and North Dakota
allow escorted inmates to go to the law library.
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Table I. Status of Super-Max Facilities/Units in U.S. Corrections Departments
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Table II. Features of DOC Super-Max Facilities

Religious services are available to super-max inmates
in most states. As Table III shows (page 16), the
majority of agencies also make mental health and
psychological services available, although these tend
to he provided on a limited, or crisis, basis. Educa-
tional programs are usually provided through corre-
spondence courses.

Programs addressing specific problems also are
limited. For the most part, treatment for sex offenders
or substance-abusing offenders and training in anger
control are provided only on special request.

Two respondents noted that their super-max facilities
do emphasize programs. The Oregon DOC places a
high priority on programs while maintaining security
standards. Canada revised its policy on super-maxes,
known as Special Handling Units, in 1990 to make
the units more program-oriented. The units’ central
objective is “to motivate and assist dangerous inmates
to reduce their risk to an acceptable level and facili-
tate their successful reintegration into a lower security
institution as early as feasible.”
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Table III. Programs Offered in DOCs’ Super-Max Facilities

General Comments Some DOCs are facing legal challenges related to
their super-max facilities. The super-max operated by

According to the Bureau of Prisons, operations at the Michigan DOC is operating as a segregation
USP-Marion are not ideal for its high-security prison rather than a true super-max at this time
mission because the facility is old and was not because pending litigation prohibits the agency from
originally designed as a super-max. The respondent restricting property to the extent administrators
noted that the architecture in older institutions does believe is necessary for a true super-max facility.
not allow safe movement of inmates to the number Indiana’s super-max facility has been the focus of
and types of programs that contemporary correctional eighty-seven inmate lawsuits, one a class-action suit.
standards require. The Bureau is constructing another The BOP respondent noted that the courts have found
super-max prison in Florence, Colorado, which will USP-Marion’s procedures to be within permissible
open in mid-1994. bounds.
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